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CANDIDE IN BRIZVEGAS 
 
 
 
 
 
It was the best of times, it was the worst of times 
 
– Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities 
 
 
In the massive central hall of the new Gallery of Modern Art on a weekend there are 
thousands of people. There are bored-looking teenagers with designer clothing who 
wander through while texting their friends. There are empty-nester couples from the 
nearby luxury apartments who stroll through hand in hand. There are mums and dads 
who wheel babies in prams and try to stop their older ones walking on the work. In the 
wide open sunlit spaces of the Gallery, the crowd can see itself and realize how big it is. 
With an audience this size, the attendants are simply unable to control everybody, and 
there is the constant sound of conversation, mobile phones going off and the tramp of the 
enormous number of people moving through the space. 
 
Down one end of the main hall of the gallery this Sunday, Ben Ely of the Brisbane band 
Regurgitator has just finished a set with his two young daughters, showing how anyone 
can make music. In a side gallery at the same time, the artist Arlene TextaQueen is 
showing children how to make drawings using felt pens. Later that day, Gabrielle de 
Vietri will create a cappella versions of songs based on notes the audience has handed 
her. Two nights before, the newly reformed Laughing Clowns played in the Gallery as 
part of the “Australia Up Late” series. Later that same night, amateur comedians tried out 
their material at the open-air café attached to the Gallery. Downstairs this Sunday, 
hundreds of children are involved in drawing still lifes, following instructions by Michael 
Zavros, and in another room they use shredded copies of famous artistic manifestos of the 
20th century as the soil in which to plant wheat seeds in pots that they can take home. 
 
In one of the galleries of the show currently on we have episodes of Jane Turner and Gina 
Riley’s cult comedy series Kath and Kim in the same space as a video by de Vietri called 
I Don’t Know, which tries to teach children philosophy, and a ceremonial dhoeri or 
headdress from the Torres Strait Islands. Elsewhere we have striped Yolgnu ceremonial 
poles by Nawurapu Wunungmurra next to Tim Maguire’s scanned images of falling 
snow. In a small side gallery we have a video by Melbourne-based Darren Sylvester, in 
which we pan around his reconstruction of a Japanese garden originally built by 1970s 
pop duo The Carpenters, which is accompanied by music written by Sylvester in the style 
of the group. In another room we have the broad humour of Aleks Danko, in which he 
remakes an artist’s studio as a typical Aussie bloke’s shed. And in perhaps something of 
the same vernacular tone, we have Matthew Bradley’s maquette for an unbuilt “monster 
bike”, which he hopes one day to construct and ride across Lake Eyre. 
 
In the main hall of the Gallery we have digitally altered photos by Petrina Hicks featuring 
children and chimpanzees, which remind us of the thin line that separates us from our 
forebears in this age of genetic manipulation. We see something similar in Patricia 
Piccinini’s anthropomorphic bikes, which are the product of an uncanny fusion of the 
mechanical and the biological. In Kathy Temin’s White Forest, an enchanted and 
cartoon-like stand of trees against a Wedgewood blue background makes reference to her 
family’s suffering in wartime Poland. In Tony Albert’s Sorry, kitsch depictions of 
Indigenous Australians bought at opportunity shops are assembled to spell out an 
enormous version of the word “sorry”. In Vernon Ah Kee’s Who Let the Dog Out, which 
greets visitors as they enter the Gallery, giant letraset decals stuck to the wall spell out 
passages from Shakespeare’s Macbeth and Julius Caesar dealing with murder and 
revenge. And in Tom Moore’s Autogenic: Everything Explodes, we watch a video of 
cardboard skyscrapers being attacked by alien hamburgers, in what looks like a 
combination of Independence Day and 9/11. 
 
Against all the naysayers, let us first of all assert the brilliance of Optimism as an 
exhibition title. It is an idea that has no relevance to art or aesthetics as traditionally 
conceived. It is a mood that is belied by both recent and long-term events (the world 
economic downturn, global warming, the ongoing conflict in the Middle East). It is a 
piece of boosterism that is readable as the spin put out by a desperate State Government 
in its last days in office. It is a title nonetheless that is a triumph of market positioning 
and self-belief: arresting, immediate, strictly speaking meaningless, but magically 
producing the very effect it speaks of like a blockbuster movie that declares itself a hit 
before anyone has had a chance to see it. It could indifferently be used to sell a caffeine-
fuelled soft drink, an exclusive residential complex on the Gold Coast, a new line of 
environmentally-friendly car – virtually the last thing we would think of (and this was the 
show’s genius) is contemporary art. 
 
With a title like Optimism, there is nothing to grasp, nothing to understand (and the show 
tells us this). The word does not offer any insight into the works it speaks of, just as their 
curation in the Gallery does not suggest any deeper meaning. Their only destiny, it 
appears, is to be part of the triumph the show announces itself as. Thus, while we might 
at first be surprised that a work like White Forest, which deals with the Holocaust, or like 
Who Let the Dogs Out, which deals with Aboriginal dispossession, is in the show, we 
should not be. For the show argues – in exactly the way optimism works in Voltaire’s 
Candide, which first popularised the word – that the bad is always on the way to the 
good, that virtue does not exist outside evil. The essentially redemptive economy of art 
means that it cannot treat of any issue without turning it into a force for the good, if only 
by virtue of the fact that it has now been turned into a work of art. As one of the essays in 
the catalogue puts it: “The basic act of putting pen to paper, putting black marks onto a 
white surface… is a crucial aspect of the commitment to optimism”. 
 
Indeed, to push the “noses are made for spectacles” argument satirised in Voltaire’s novel 
a little further, we might even suggest that these social issues exist exactly so that they 
can be made into art. It is not that Temin’s work justifies itself with regard to the 
Holocaust, but that the Holocaust finds its final meaning in Temin’s work. It is not that 
the size of Ah Kee’s wall piece is to be explained by the scale of Aboriginal 
dispossession, but this dispossession would not have come to our attention without Ah 
Kee’s work. This is why, again, all criticism of the show is to miss the point, for it is only 
to make its “optimism” seem all the greater, achieved against even steeper odds. In a 
sense, any judgement or evaluation of the show is irrelevant, for according to the logic of 
optimism it is the making of the work that is its final worth. And it is this redemptive 
economy that is the real subject of the show: simply that the work of art exists. It is this 
that gives the works selected their overwhelming literality, their quality of shining forth 
in pure self-presence, as though they were evidence for themselves. Beyond meaning, 
narrative or negativity, there is only a kind of hallucinatory doubling in which the work 
presents itself without any shadow of a doubt in an unceasing act of self-affirmation. 
 
The catalogue argues that colour is the sign of optimism, and we can guess that it means 
by this the clunkily applied acrylics of Sally Gabori, the multihued origami folds of 
Gemma Smith and the Richteresque pixilations of Robert Owen’s wall paintings. But we 
rather think that it is to be seen in the brightness and brilliance that characterises so many 
of the works in the exhibition, which precisely denies any depth to them or even any 
ability to see them clearly: the translucent flakes of Mark Galea, Christian de Vietri’s 
silver casts of street performers, even Tarryn Gill and Pilar Mata Dupont’s glittering 
homage to MGM underwater musicals. And strangely the only equivalent to this is the 
other prevalent feature of the work: its whole taking of children’s toys or games as a 
model, which is not confined to those works in the Children’s Art Centre downstairs, but 
becomes the basis for much of the aesthetic of the show. We might think here of the 
building blocks of Emily Floyd, the scrawls of Del Kathryn Barton, the roadside signs of 
Robert MacPherson, the video made by the students of Macleay Island State School and 
even the car bonnet paintings of the Kayili artists of the Western Desert. It is an 
amateurism or DIY aesthetic that is also to be seen in Tony Schwenson’s slacker 
performances, James Dodd’s imitation of urban graffiti, the street stencilling of Regan 
Tamanui and the mash-ups of Jamin. Again, in the equivalence made between the works 
and the audience here we have the perfect embodiment of Optimism: not only that the 
success of the show is to be assessed by the number of people who come to see it, but that 
the work actually is its crowds; not only that the work could be made by its spectators, 
but that it actually is made by its spectators. 
 
What paradoxically comes together in the new museum art is an awe and fascination with 
objects and artistic technique considered as a special effect and a complete interactivity, 
in which the audience becomes the work: at once the shiny baubles of Jeff Koons and the 
chicken curries of Rirkrit Tiravanija. What is lost is the entire domain of the gaze, the 
dialectic between seeing and being seen by the work of art, that once defined 
spectatorship. There is no longer any distinction – and therefore the ability to transgress 
this distinction – between art and life, the museum and the outside world. And the GoMA 
plays this out perfectly, which is why it could be said to be the most “advanced” gallery 
in Australia. In fact, Robin Gibson’s well-known design for the old Queensland Art 
Gallery, in which water seems to connect the inside and the outside of the building, 
already seemed to be heading in this direction. But the new GoMA, in which huge, multi-
storied windows open up on to vistas of the Brisbane River and the skyscrapers of the 
CBD on the other side, radically extrapolates this collapse. Crowds now step straight into 
the gallery from the outside plaza without steps as though into an upmarket shopping 
mall. Coffee shops and restaurants are placed visibly throughout the new Gallery as 
though dining is an integral part of the experience of looking at art.  
 
In this new museological climate – whose true dimensions are as yet unthought – what is 
the place of painting, the traditional mainstay of shows like this? It is obvious that 
abstract painting, so much bound up with the history of art, is no longer possible or 
functions only as a variant of the image. Ironically, it is representation that has triumphed 
at the end of the 20th century, as any consideration of the medium in which objects are 
made becomes irrelevant. The work by Robert Owen, which attempts to insert technology 
within some wider economy of painting, looks preposterous in this context, like some 
video screen that is not working. Only the large-scale pictures by Dale Frank and Tim 
Maguire grasped the hyperbolic nature of the new art, in which the only emotion the 
audience is meant to feel is something like the shock and awe in front of the latest movie 
blockbuster. It is a lesson learned by the figurative painter Stephen Bush, who also makes 
sure to include in his works great receding vistas of rippling paint. (The Queensland Art 
Gallery is now the repository of “historical” painting, of works too small to make it, no 
matter when they were actually painted. On at the same time as Optimism was a 
retrospective of the Brisbane artist Eugene Carchesio. His aesthetic of small, fragile and 
perishable gestures, often done in watercolours, was at complete odds with the aesthetic 
of Optimism, for all of the Zen-like hope his work exudes.) 
 
In terms of figurative painting, the curator again brilliantly treated it with the post-
historical contempt and confusion into which it has fallen. The work of some thirteen 
artists – amongst them Tom Alberts, Julie Fragar, Sam Leach and Michael Zavros – was 
thrown together in a supposed “Salon”-style hang in a separate room covered with green 
paint and accompanied by a vase of fresh flowers replaced every day. Here as elsewhere 
the Gallery correctly understood that contemporary works of art are merely items of 
décor in a museological installation, with no need, indeed no ability on our part, for us 
actually to look at them. It is a condition that several paintings in the show themselves 
internalised (although this should in no way be understood in terms of any critical self-
reflection à la Warhol). In Michael Zavros’ The Salone del Poussino and Unicorn in the 
Anticamera there is already a painting in the painting that operates as décor. The bodies 
of the subjects in Julie Fragar’s Get Up series float weightless and without any obvious 
orientation, so that the works can be hung either vertically or horizontally. Zavros, too, 
has learnt the fundamental lesson of the artistic medium today: that it has nothing to do 
with art but is merely a way to produce wonderment. In meticulously producing images 
with no visible brushstrokes, his work is strictly the equivalent to Dale Frank’s viscous 
waves of pigment. In both, the image is absolutely flat, inscrutable, with seemingly no 
way of understanding how it was done at all. 
 
Of course, the Gallery was unable to live up to the true radicality of what it unleashed in 
Optimism. The catalogue essays insisted that optimism be tempered with a realism, that it 
was good as far as it went but cannot be taken as a total principle: “Crucially, optimism is 
so much more than mere cheerfulness, and achieving it requires deliberately confronting 
challenges ranging from personal demons to social problems”. Or it they turned it into a 
self-help technique, a principle for living more productively: “The daughter of Progress, 
sister of Utopianism and close cousin of the avant-garde, the idea of optimism has been 
so profoundly influential in modern social life that one finds it everywhere: in 
contemporary social psychology, especially in the copious literature on personal 
development”. Or, worst of all, they saw it as a way of interpreting art, as though the 
show were actually a considered act of curation that selected works around some statable 
and meaningful artistic principle, as though some new style or period of art had been 
discovered and carefully elaborated: “Certain threads do recur, however: the celebration 
of beauty and hope through vibrant colour; projects that make propositions about certain 
matters in black and white but in fact beg that very question”. 
 
In all of this, the Gallery, its curators and catalogue writers were repeating the 
Enlightenment urge of Voltaire in his book to disabuse Candide of his religious 
superstitions by showing him the unredeemable cruelty of the world, to upset his 
teleological perspective in which the bad is always on the way to some ultimate good. 
Voltaire’s book concludes famously, in the title of one of the catalogue’s essay, with the 
injunction to “cultivate one’s own garden”. Optimism might be a useful guiding 
principle, but it is not something we should actually believe in. It might be a possible 
personal ethic, but it is not to be generalised. Indeed, the gallery could not but repeat this 
rationalist principle, insofar as the disciplines of museology, art curation and art history 
would disappear if it were not followed. The entire justification for the public funding of 
art museums as a citizen-building exercise through publicly shared narratives would be 
unsustainable if it were otherwise. These sorts of surveys of contemporary art, 
accompanied by rock bands, stand-up comedy and children’s activities, are just a way of 
getting people in the door for the real thing – the real experience of art that is always to 
come. 
 
But, like those readings of Voltaire’s novel that contend that Candide in the end is not so 
disillusioned, we might want to suggest that the principle of optimism once unleashed is 
not so easily contained. Rather than something that is to be taken in moderation or that 
cannot be generalised, it is a runaway, exponential principle, in which all criticism, all 
negativity and all reflection both by and concerning art is done away with. We have not 
so much a teleology as an autotelic loop, like Arlo Mountford’s work, in which 
wisecracks about modern art and the canned laughter in response to them follow each 
other so closely that we cannot tell which comes first. We have a kind of wondrous self-
evidence advertising only itself, like Scott Redford’s outsized roadway sign outside the 
Gallery alerting us to a permanent “vacancy”. In a radical shift of perspective, it is not 
any more entertainment that functions as a necessary evil serving the greater good of art, 
but art that allows us to be entertained with a good conscience. It is not children’s art that 
introduces art to children, but grown-up art that aspires to be child-like, to reduce its 
spectators to the status of children. We have here an art of the gargantuan, the oversized, 
the blockbuster, the smash hit, which will eventually be crushed beneath the feet of the 
audience that will be the only evidence that it existed at all. 
 
Rex Butler 
 
Contemporary Australia: Optimism, the first of a new triennial series of exhibitions, 
Gallery of Modern Art, Brisbane, 15 November 2008-22 February 2009. 
